Conceptualizing the (non) users of the internet by Sora Park et al.
Selected Papers of Internet Research 14.0, 2013: Denver, USA 
3 
 
Conceptualizing the (non) users of the internet 
Sora Park 
University of Canberra 
Australia 
sora.park@canberra.edu.au 
Catherine Middleton 
Ryerson University 
Canada 
catherine.middleton@ryerson.ca  
 
Matthew Allen 
Deakin University 
Australia 
matthew.allen@deakin.edu.au 
   
Abstract 
Most studies about internet use examine how usage differs among users and why. Less attention has been paid to 
the varied degrees of non-use or low levels of use. Non-adopters of digital media are usually understood as not 
having access to digital media. However, there is a considerable variation among them with regards to how and 
why they lack the connectivity. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge those who do have access but use 
the internet only in a limited capacity. Digital exclusion does not only occur among those who do not have 
access but expands to those who cannot use the internet effectively. A new type of digital exclusion is emerging 
due to this variation of usage and appropriation. We propose a nuanced approach in defining the various levels of 
internet non- and low use. Rather than highlighting how social exclusion, therefore the lack of connectivity, 
leads to digital exclusion, this paper looks at the various contexts in which people might be digital disengaged 
and therefore digitally excluded. 
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Introduction 
We can no longer separate the physical and digital world, and the interplay between located and 
distributed communications is becoming more and more significant every day. The internet and related 
networks gives rise, in the words of Rainie and Wellman (2012), to a new “social operating system”, 
effectively imbricated into our daily lives, both in its absence and presence. Effective use of digital 
networks has become crucial for social connectedness, civic engagement and economic opportunities. 
The benefits of being connected range from productivity or employment gains in work, through to the 
capacity to engage meaningfully in social relations of both a private and public nature. In particular, as 
communities exploit the effectiveness of the internet, civic participation is coming to depend on 
connectivity (Hargattai & Walejko, 2008). Gaining and spending social capital through digital 
networks now defines the information society.  
Broadband connectivity, designed and built to provide the technologies for populations to embrace 
inclusion in a networked information society, has also had a paradoxical opposite outcome. Uneven 
availability of technology, limited user skills and, most of all, ill-distributed awareness of the potential 
in such networks has meant increased risks of exclusion for some, even as others benefit. The 
Australian government for example envisions social inclusion being increased through its new 
broadband program, the National Broadband Network (NBN), believing that by extending broadband 
connectivity it is building a nation in which every citizen has the opportunity to participate in the 
community (Australian Social Inclusion Board, 2012). However, merely providing home access to 
technologies cannot overcome longstanding barriers to use. For instance, existing socio-economic 
disadvantage warrants continued attention in its relation to internet use (Livingstone & Helsper, 2007). 
Many who are socially excluded also live in communities with poor broadband access, with these two 
factors often times reinforcing each other (Dailey, et al, 2010). Income, employment, geographic area, 
gender and age all play a role here (Holloway, 2002; Lengsfeld, 2011; Holfeld et al, 2008; Hargittai & 
Shafer, 2006; Asthana, Halliday & Gibson, 2009). 
Nonetheless, we cannot assume existing social exclusion is exactly the same as digital exclusion. We 
need to examine why people are outside the digital mainstream, and determine the extent to which this 
is due to reasons of exclusion or choice. By exploring the implications such lack of participation has 
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on their everyday lives, we can begin to bridge the second level digital divide that occurs when 
physical access is less of an issue. As ubiquitous, affordable network connectivity is provided through 
initiatives like Australia’s NBN, the question remains as to why some people do not take it up, or 
make limited use of it, and thus become part of the digitally excluded. While appearing connected, 
they are not techno-socially connected. As access issues recede, we need to carefully consider “non 
and low users” - those who have limited or partial uses of the technology. 
Revisiting the digital divide 
Scholars have acknowledged that the dichotomy between haves and have-nots is simplistic (Barzilai-
Nahon, 2006; Middleton, Veenhof & Leith, 2010; Selwyn, 2003; Selwyn, 2004; Sourbati, 2009; 
Tsatsou, 2011; Verdegem & Verhoest, 2009). A more useful idea is to see the information society 
creating a continuum of digital inclusion and exclusion, (Warschauer 2002; Lenhart and Horrigan, 
2003; Eynon & Geniets, 2012). Rather than positioning “access” as the main determinant of social 
exclusion, we should examine how and how much people use digital technologies particularly in 
relation to the different levels of skills that result in divergent uses (Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006; 
Vicente & Lopez, 2010). This second level digital divide, amplified by the multiple levels of access, 
use and appropriation of technologies (Livingstone & Helsper, 2007; Park, 2012; Selwyn, 2004; 
Tsatsou, 2011; van Dijk, 2006a; Verdegem & Verhoest, 2009), must be understood now as a question 
of the quality and extent of digital engagement, the realization of potentials, not just the connecting 
and skilling of a receptive population (see Tsatsou, 2011). Gurstein’s (2003) concept of effective use 
extends the access issue to larger concerns of how uses can benefit individuals and communities, 
shifting the focus to the entire process of harnessing infrastructure, hardware, software and social 
organizational elements for collective benefit. In order to use the online resources for beneficial 
activities, one must have constant access and the motivation to use various services. Meaningful use, 
as discussed by Ito, et al, (2008), can also reframe our awareness that access and use are not, of 
themselves, sufficient. 
Reconceptualising non users 
Studies on non adopters of digital technologies usually attempt to find out why people choose not to 
be connected and find no uniform reason. But they have shown that socio-economic status and 
associated costs of adopting new technologies are less significant than factors such as: skills and 
efficacy (World Internet Project, 2010), motivation and disinterest (Verdegem & Verhoest, 2009; 
Zickuhr, 2010), and attitudes and personal traits (Davis, 1989; Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 2003; Stanley, 
2003; Verdegem & Verhoest, 2009; Vishwanath & Golohaber, 2003).  
 “Non-users” have been variously labeled and constructed as subjects of research: dropouts (Katz, 
Rice & Aspen, 2001), laggards (Goldenberg & Oreg, 2007), unadopters (Dailey et al, 2010), narrow 
frequent users, occasional users and non-users (Selwyn et al, 2005; Selwyn, 2006), unengaged and 
marginalized (Longley et al, 2006), non- or sporadic users (Brandtzaeg, Heim & Karahasanovic, 2010) 
and lapsed users (Eynon & Geniets, 2012). Such people are hard to understand as a collective, as well, 
since many move back and forth between being users and non users (Mehra, Merkel & Bishop, 2004).  
According to Mossberger et al (2008), digital citizenship requires online participation. For this reason, 
they define digital citizens as those who use the internet every day. Infrequent or occasional users 
either might not have the skills to use the internet effectively or do not have the opportunity to develop 
such skills. Allen’s (2010) experience of connectivity provides a useful the framework for studying 
internet uses and non-uses. He defines connectivity as “having and using internet connection at home” 
(p. 351). The experience of connectivity is the ways in which people utilize the internet to achieve a 
variety of outcomes in their everyday lives. 
Brandtzaeg (2010) defines media behavior as the totality of human behavior in relation to new media 
use, which includes both the frequency of use (the level of participation) and the form of use (content 
and activity preference). The latter is similar to the quality of use, which can largely be determined by 
the motivation of the users.  
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By examining how and how much people use the internet and using such measures to provide a new 
framework of researching uses and non uses of the internet, we can link how digital engagement is 
related to digital inclusion among the various user typologies. Similarly, when we examine non- and 
low users of the internet, the context in which digital disengagement may lead to digital exclusion 
must be considered.    
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